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Insomnia is a commonly encountered disease as the 
result of insufficient sleeping time and poor sleeping 
quality, which make people unable to get rid of 
fatigue, and restore physical strength and energy. In 
milder cases, it is manifested by difficulty in falling 
asleep, unsound sleep, sometimes sleeping and 
sometimes waking, or inability to fall asleep again 
after waking; while in severe cases, the patient would 
have sleeplessness all night. Owing to insufficient 
sleeping time and poor sleeping quality, the patient 
would often have, in the day time, lassitude, dizziness 
and headache, poor memory, palpitation, and 
restlessness. In long years of clinical practice, by 
applying acupuncture for regulating the defensive-qi, 
and strengthening the brain and calming the mind, the 
authors have obtained satisfactory therapeutic effects 
in the treatment of insomnia. And the therapeutic 
effectiveness has been confirmed by multi-center 
clinical observations.1-3 The following is a study on 
the therapeutic effects of acupuncture for insomnia. 
Regulating the Defensive-qi, and Balancing Yin 
and Yang  
Insomnia can be caused by various factors, such as 
anxiety and over fatigue, which injures interiorly the 
heart and spleen, making insufficient source of 
formation of blood, and malnutrition of the heart 
mind; fear and terror or over sexual activity, which 
injures the kidney, leading to mental restlessness due 
to excess of heart-fire, and incoordination between 
the heart and kidney; weak body constitution with 
deficiency of the heart and gallbladder; mental 
depression with stirring up of liver-yang; and 
disharmony between the spleen and stomach due to 
irregular food intake. The above-mentioned etiology 
and pathology can all bring about dysfunction of the 
defensive-qi, and malnutrition of the brain and the 
spinal cord, leading to insomnia.  
Defensive-qi is a kind of qi in the human body 
performing the protective function. Which is also 
called ‘human qi’. The circulation of defensive qi can 
be considered as the regularity of activity of ‘human 
qi’. Man’s sleep is closely related with the circulation 
of defensive-qi, and the Qiao Channels are directly 
related with the circulation of defensive-qi. It is 
stated in Lingshu (灵枢Miraculous Pivot) that when 
defensive-qi circulates in the yang system in the day 
time, there can be ‘fullness of yang-qi’ and ‘excess of 
Yangqiao Channel’, and man would look spirited 
with shining eyes and no tendency to sleep; and when 
defensive-qi circulates in the yin system in the night, 
there can be ‘fullness of yin-qi’ and ‘excess of 
Yinqiao Channel’, and man would look dispirited and 
sleepy with closing of eyes. This corresponds to what 
is stated in treatise on cold and heat diseases in 
Lingshu (灵枢  • 寒热病 Miraculous Pivot) that 
‘when yang-qi is excessive, the eyes would open; and 
when yin-qi is excessive, the eyes would close’. Men 
in prime of life usually have ample qi and blood, and 
normal circulation of ying and wei, and thus, can 
have ‘energy in work in the day time and sound sleep 
in the night’ Lingshu (灵枢Miraculous Pivot); while 
old people with decline of qi and blood, and 
mal-circulation of ying and wei, would be ‘dispirited 
in the day time and sleepless in the night’ Lingshu (灵
枢Miraculous Pivot). The above statements indicate 
that Yinqiao and Yangqiao channels have the closest 
relationship with sleep.  
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The Yangqiao Channel dominates motion, while the 
Yinqiao Channel dominates stillness. It is through the 
Yangqiao and Yinqiao Channels that the defensive-qi 
performs its exciting and inhibiting functions. The 
adaptation of the human body to the outside world 
relies on the function of defensive-qi. Usually, people 
take part in activities in the day time, and sleep at 
night. Therefore, defensive-qi is said to be 
‘circulating in yin in the night, and circulating in 
yang in the day time’ (灵枢 • 大惑论 Treatise on 
Great Puzzle in Miraculous Pivot). The yang 
channels include three channels, and the Yangqiao 
Channel branches from the Taiyang Channel of Foot; 
while the yin channels include three channels, and the 
Yinqiao Channel braches from the Shaoyin Channel 
of Foot. The common points of these two channels 
are all related with the kidney. Defensive qi shown 
externally is yang-qi, but its root source is the 
kidney-qi. This is the reason for the defensive-qi 
circulating in Yinqiao and Yangqiao, and taking the 
kidney as the main pivot.  
According to what is stated in treatise on circulation 
of defensive-qi in Lingshu ( 灵 枢  • 卫 气 行 
Miraculous Pivot), the defensive-qi circulates from 
the eyes and spreads over the yang channels of hand 
and foot, and Yangqiao Channel (branches from foot 
Taiyang), in the direction from the head to the foot, 
and then upward to the head mainly from Foot 
Shaoyin and Yinqiao Channel. The above statement 
suggests that yang-qi exuberates in the superior and 
declines in the inferior; while yin-qi exuberates in the 
inferior and declines in the superior. The circulation 
of yang-qi differs in the day time and in the night, 
and in the morning and in the evening. Treatise on the 
circulation of qi in four periods of time in a day in 
Lingshu (灵枢  • 顺气一日分为四时 Miraculous 
Pivot) states, “Morning belongs to spring, noon 
belongs to summer, late afternoon belongs to autumn, 
and midnight belongs to winter.” The excess and 
decline of human qi change along with the change of 
periods of time in a day. The human qi generates in 
the morning, grows at noon, declines in the late 
afternoon, and stores in the midnight. Modern 
medicine has proved that the endocrine, imm- 
unological and circulatory system of the human body 
all have such physiological circadian rhythms, for 
instance, the changes in the level and concentration 
of acetylcholine and cortical hormone in blood and 
cells of the human body. The action of kidney-qi on 
defensive-qi seems to be understood in this way.  
During sleep, the defensive-qi is stored in the five 
zang and six fu organs, which refers to yang-qi going 
into hiding at this time, with its external protective 
function being in the lowest state, totally the opposite 
to the condition when man is taking activity clear- 
headedly. It is of practical significance to explain the 
physiological phenomenon of the human body based 
on the idea of day time yang and night yin. If 
defensive-qi stays in the yang system unable to enter 
yin, there may appear the symptoms indicating 
incoordination between the heart and kidney, such as 
vexation and insomnia, and feverish sensation in the 
palms and soles, since the three yang channels of 
hand enter yin from the center of the palm, and the 
three yang channels of foot enter yin from the center 
of the sole, mainly through the Shaoyin channels of 
hand and foot. Because of incoordination between the 
heart and kidney, and flaming up of heart-fire due to 
deficiency of kidney-yin, yang would fail to go into 
hiding, leading to the symptoms of dry throat and 
tongue, unstable teeth, tinnitus, red eyes, vexation 
and insomnia. This should be treated based on 
differentiation on the Shaoyin Channels of Hand and 
Foot, namely the Heart, Kidney, and Yinqiao Channel. 
Defensive-qi reaches the kidney from the center of 
the foot along the Yinqiao and Foot-Shaoyin channels, 
and reaches upward to the eye along the Yinqiao and 
Hand-Shaoyin channels. Therefore, it is said that the 
Yinqiao Channel has play the role of coordinating the 
heart and kidney. The relation between the Yinqiao 
and Yangqiao channels and the circulation of 
defensive-qi can explain the various phenomena of 
wane and wax of yin and yang in the physiology and 
pathology of the human body. Yin ascends while yang 
descends, each dominating its time, so as to make 
harmony and balance between yin and yang, and the 
brain and mind in normal state. Therefore, the 
Yinqiao and Yangqiao channels have a certain effect 
in regulating sleep.  
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It is recorded in Lingshu that when insomnia 
occurred due to excess of the Yangqiao Channel, and 
yang unable to enter yin, the Shaoyin Channel should 
be reinforced, and the Taiyang Channel be reduced; 
and when sleepiness occurred due to excess of the 
Yinqiao Channel, the Shaoyin Channel should be 
reduced, and the Taiyang Channel be reinforced. To 
be more exact, here the Shaoyin and Taiyang 
Channels refer to the two points of Zhaohai (KI 6) 
and Shenmai (BL 62), which are respectively the 
starting point of Yinqiao and Yangqiao Channel. 
Shenmai (BL 62) belongs to the Bladder Channel of 
Foot Taiyang, and connects with the Yangqiao 
Channel; and Zhaohai (KI 6) belongs to the Kidney 
Channel of Foot-Shaoyin, and connects with the 
Yinqiao Channel. The combined use of these two 
points can yield the effect of reinforcing the Yinqiao 
Channel and reducing the Yangqiao Channel, so as to 
make the defensive-qi enter yin from yang, and 
ensure peaceful sleep. In WANG’s report, 78 cases of 
insomnia were divided randomly into a treatment 
group (40 cases), and a control group (38 cases).3 The 
treatment group was treated by acupuncture at 
Zhaohai (KI 6) with the reinforcing method, and 
Shenmai (BL 62) with the reducing method, 
combined with some symptomatologic points. The 
control group was treated by acupuncture at the 
symptomatologic points. The results showed that the 
curative rate of the treatment group was 62.5%, with 
a total effective rate of 97.5%; and the two rates of 
the control group were 31.6% and 68.4% respectively. 
The comparison between the two groups had 
significant differences (P<0.01). The results suggest 
that acupuncture at Zhaohai (KI 6) and Shenmai (BL 
62) to regulate the defensive-qi can give quite good 
therapeutic effects for insomnia. When applying 
acupuncture at Shenmai (BL 62), WANG Ai-cheng et 
al. found that needling at Shenmai (BL 62) could 
mainly activate the cerebral zones of marginal system 
(thalamus, cingulated gyrus, parahippocampal gyrus), 
frontal lobe, and temporal lobe.4 In the course of 
needle manipulation, the cerebral zone of the 
opposite side was first activated, and during the 
period of needle retaining, the activation was 
gradually spreading to cover both sides. This suggests 
that the activated cerebral zones can play a certain 
role in the treatment of insomnia and some mental 
diseases by needling at Shenmai (BL 62).  
Clearing the Du Channel and Replenishing the 
Spinal Cord, and Strengthening the Brain and 
Calming the Mind  
Modern medicine holds that the sleeping center is in 
the brain, and insomnia is due to over excitation, 
which makes the cerebral cortex keep in an exciting 
state, and the impulse produced by the sleeping 
center inhibited in the cortex, hence the occurrence of 
insomnia. The nervous centers related with sleep 
include the bottom part of frontal lobe, nucleus of 
solitary tract, superior nucleus of optic chiasm, locus 
ceruleus, nuclei of median raphe, and the inhibition 
zone of mendullary reticular structure and the 
ascending mendullary reticular system. The pro- 
jections of the above nervous centers on the 
superficial part of the body all happen to be centered 
near the route of the Du Channel, with the depth 
corresponding to the location of cerebral parietal lobe. 
By regulating channel-qi, acupuncture can produce 
the effects of improving the cerebral function, 
inhibiting spontaneous electric discharge of the 
cerebral cortex, and balancing cerebral functions, so 
as to bring about the somnific effect.5 The Nanjing 
(难经 Difficult Classic) states that “The Du Channel 
arises from the lower abdomen, then runs posteriorly 
along the interior of the spinal column, upward to 
Fengfu (GV 16), where it enters the brain.” It can be 
found in Su Wen (素问 Plain Questions) the statement 
about a branch of the Du Channel, which ‘ascends to 
the vertex, and enters the collaterals of the brain’, 
suggesting a close pertaining and connecting 
relationship between the Du Channel and the brain. 
Baihui (GV 20), located in the middle part of the 
vertex, is also called San Yang Wu Hui (the crossing 
point of three yang channels and five channels), the 
crossing point of the Du Channel with the Foot- 
Taiyang Channel, the Hand-Shaoyang Channel, the 
Foot-Shaoyang Channel, and the Foot-Jueyin 
Channel. It is pointed out in Lingshu that ‘the brain is 
the sea of marrow, its upward point is at the vertex, 
while its downward point is at Fengfu (GV 16).’ Here, 
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the ‘vertex’ refers to the point Baihui (GV 20), 
suggesting that Baihui (GV 20) has broad relations 
with the various parts of the whole body, especially 
the closest relation with the spinal cord.6 Being an 
extra point, Sishencong (EX-HN1) is located at 1 cun 
anterior, posterior, left, and right to Baihui (GV 20), 
with the anterior and the posterior points located on 
the line of the Du Channel, and the left and right 
points located near the bladder Channel, which 
connects to the kidney. The Du Channel passes 
through the spinal column, and pertains to the kidney 
and passes through the heart. Qi in the Du Channel 
passes to the house of mental activity, which can treat 
diseases of the latter, to produce the effects of 
calming the mind and benefiting intelligence, 
strengthening the brain and regulating mentality, 
promoting sleep, reinforcing vitality, and str- 
engthening memory. Needling at Baihui (GV 20) and 
Sishencong (EX-HN1) can lead yin to enter yang, and 
make the defensive-qi restore normal circulation in 
day time and night, and in yin and yang, so as to 
reach the state of ‘yin and yang in equilibrium’ and 
thus treat insomnia. Besides, this point, located at the 
house of the brain, has the effects of reinforcing 
yang-qi, nourishing essential marrow, and nourishing 
the brain and tranquilizing the mind.  
When Baihui (GV 20) and Sishencong (EX-HN1) 
were puncture, the patient can usually feel the 
needling sensation cover the whole of the vertex part, 
the sensation described by someone like being 
covered by a ‘hat’. The appearance of soft sensation 
of arrival of qi should be the required needling 
sensation, the so-called ‘arrival of qi’ said in Nei Jing 
(内经  Internal Classic). The very tense needling 
sensation is mostly the manifestation of pathogenic- 
qi, when the reinforcing or reducing needle 
manipulation, or retaining of needle to regulate the 
channel-qi is usually needed. After withdrawal of the 
needle, the patient would often feel much relieved of 
the brain, with clear mind and vigor, and feel happy. 
Moxibustion can be added to enhance the needling 
sensation and raise the therapeutic effect. WANG et 
al. reported the treatment of insomnia in 50 cases by 
using penetrating needling from Sishencong 
(EX-HN1) to Baihui (GV 20), combined with some 
symptomatologic points.7 The results showed that 28 
cases were cured, covering 56%; 12 cases were 
markedly effective, covering 24%; 9 cases were 
effective, covering 18%, and 1 case was ineffective, 
covering 2%, with a total effective rate of 98%, 
suggestting that Sishencong (EX-HN1) and Baihui 
(GV 20) have definite therapeutic effect for insomnia. 
CHEN et al. observed the influence of needling at 
Baihui (GV 20) on the BOLD signals in the different 
zones of the human brain.8 At the same time of 
needling at Baihui (GV 20), scanning was conducted 
at the brain part with a 1.5T magnetic resonance 
meter. The analyses on the obtained image data 
showed that the action of needling at Baihui (GV 20) 
to regulate the function of the brain might be related 
with changes of the signals in different brain zones 
when Baihui (GV 20) was needled. These brain zones 
included the left and right superior temporal gyrus, 
the right precentral gyrus, postcentral gyrus, sup- 
ramarginal gyrus, middle temporal gyrus, dorsal 
thalamus, and caudate nucleus.  
Illustrative  
Case 1: A retired female worker of 63 years old paid 
her first visit on March 7, 2006. The patient stated 
that she used to have normal sleep, but in the recent 
days because of getting anger with the family 
members, she got insomnia in the whole of the night. 
She took 3 tablets of diazepam, which didn’t work. 
At the moment, the patient had a dull complexion, 
little swelling of the eyelids, emotional excitation, 
wiry pulse, and thin-yellow tongue coating. The 
TCM diagnosis: dysfunction of the liver in promoting 
free flow of qi and emotional depression due to 
emotional changes caused by mental irritation. The 
principle of the treatment: regulating the defensive-qi 
and strengthening the brain, and reducing the 
liver-fire to calm the mind. The points selected: 
Baihui (GV 20), Sishencong (EX-HN1), Shenmai 
(BL 62), Zhaohai (KI 6), Shenmen (HT 7), and 
Taichong (LR 3). In the course of acupuncture 
treatment, the needles were retained for 10 minutes, 
during which the patient fell asleep immediately with 
snore. She slept for about 5 hours that night. She was 
cured by 3 times of such treatment. 
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Case 2: A male cadre of 52 years old paid his first 
visit on November 5, 2005. The patient stated that 
due to long-term strain and stress in his work, he had 
had insomnia for more than 20 years. He relied on 
sleeping pills every night to fall asleep. Upon getting 
up in the morning, he used to have dizziness and 
heaviness sensation in the head and palpitation, 
accompanied with fullness in the stomach and poor 
appetite. At the moment he had a pale tongue proper 
with thin coating, and thready-weak pulse. The TCM 
diagnosis: Over-anxiety and disorder between work 
and rest consumed and injured the spleen and heart, 
leading to deficiency of qi and blood, which failed to 
nourish the heart mind and caused insomnia. The 
principle of the treatment: regulating the defensive-qi 
and strengthening the brain, and nourishing the heart 
and tranquilizing the mind. The points selected: 
Baihui (GV 20), Sishencong (EX-HN1), Shenmai 
(BL 62), Zhaohai (KI 6), Shenmen (HT 7), Neiguan 
(PC 6), and Zusanli (ST 36). Before the treatment, the 
rheoencephalogram was done for the patient, with the 
systolic peak blood flow rate 26.9 cm/s. After 30 
times of acupuncture treatment on the above- 
mentioned points, the patient could completely get 
rid of the sleeping pills. He received another 20 
treatments for consolidation. Altogether 50 times of 
the acupuncture treatment made all the symptoms 
disappeared. The rheencephalogram showed a blood 
flow rate 62.5 cm/s.  
Comment  
Sleep is a very important part in the human life, 
covering about 1/3 of the life activities, and plays a 
very important role in maintaining body health. 
Nowadays, along with the acceleration of life rhythm 
and increase of psychological pressure, sleeping 
problem has become a big problem which affects the 
health of the human body and mind. At present, the 
treatment of insomnia stays mainly at the stage of 
using the synthetic sedatives and hypnotics. These 
drugs are very easy to produce reactions of drug 
resistance, addiction, and abstinence. Large amounts 
of Chinese ancient medical literatures and modern 
clinical reports have suggested that acupuncture 
treatment of this disease has the advantages of giving 
definite therapeutic effects, simple in operation, safe 
and reliable, and easy for the patient to accept.9 The 
acupuncture method of regulating the defensive-qi 
and strengthening the brain is an effective method for 
treating insomnia proved by clinical researches done 
under the guidance of the theory of the Eight Extra 
Channels, and the experiences of the ancient and 
present TCM physicians. This method yields stable 
effects, and is safe and reliable.1  
When applying this method, we should also pay 
attention to selection of the adjunct points based on 
differentiation of the symptoms. For instance, for 
insomnia patients with deficiency of the heart and 
spleen, Xinshu (BL 15) and Pishu (BL 20) should be 
added to tonify and nourish the heart and spleen; for 
patients with incoordination between the heart and 
kidney, Xinshu (BL 15) and Taixi (KI 3) should be 
added to balance water (kidney) and fire (heart); for 
such patients due to hyperactivity of the liver-yang, 
Taichong (LR 3) should be added to soothe the 
depressed liver; and for patients with disharmony 
between the spleen and stomach, Zusanli (ST 36) 
should be added to regulate the stomach and calm the 
middle-jiao. If necessary, auricular needling, Chinese 
Tuina and Chinese herbs can all be combined in the 
treatment. In the course of the treatment, patients 
should be advised to keep in a good mental state, 
have proper diet, avoid drinking tea or coffee before 
bedtime, do exercises regularly, keep work and rest in 
balance, and form good life habits.  
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